Cambridge Cloudcuckooland 

Julie Lewis 


I had heard that the Cambridge Greek Play for 1995 promised to put on not only an all- 
singing, all-dancing show, but puppets, parachuting birds, and giant phalluses as well. So I 
went to find out more from its Director, Dictynna Hood. Why had she chosen Aristophanes' 
Birds? 

"I can remember the play being done at my school with cow gum and tinsel. I read it more 
recently, and was enchanted by its fantasy. It is lyrical and atmospheric. It is also bawdy and 
vulgar and I found that duality very intriguing." 

Birds also offered her the chance to indulge her childhood nostalgia for Greece: 

"The play evoked memories of mountains, birds wheeling, bright air. The character of 
Peisetairos also appealed, his limitless, demonic ego. He reminded me of Karaghiozis, the 
Greek shadow puppet, or of Mr Punch - terrifying and attractive both at once. In a tragic 
mode, he would be Richard III ... " 

There were also pragmatic reasons for choosing Birds for next year's production. The 
Cambridge Greek Play is still performed in the original language. Aristophanes' 'bird 
language' and slippery consonants make Birds tremendously seductive in Greek. Dictynna 
also feels that the play is more universal than most of Aristophanes' comedies. 

"I want to draw the audience into the birds' world, to let them make their own judgements 
about the rise and rise of Peisetairos, rather than feed them contemporary parallels. I want 
to avoid using modern dress, for example, in this original language production." 

Spitting image puppets of Baroness Thatcher and Tony Blair, it seems, will not be appearing. 
Due to refurbishment at the Arts Theatre, the Greek Play has moved to The Cambridge Corn 
Exchange, a new departure. 

"Back in 1983 I was already agitating for a move out of the Arts Theatre. I felt that the Greek 
Play would be more comfortable away from the proscenium arch. While the Corn Exchange 
poses many challenges of its own, it is exciting because it means the chance to produce the 
play in a traverse arrangement, virtually in the round. We can have actors not only "on 
stage", but among and behind the audience. The whole venue can become the birds world." 



Dictynna is looking for a large cast. As the undergraduates came to auditions, all she wanted 
to know was: "Like acting? Dancing? Don't know Greek? We'll teach you!" 

Next February's production has been in the planning for the last three years, and so the 
structure of fund-raising, publicity, and professional team is already in place. Thoughts have 
had time to mature. But it is nothing without the student actors. 

"The play cannot move any further without the cast. For example, I don't want to make a 
decision about masking the non-choric roles until I have seen the actors. A lot is expected of 
the students. I want them to bring their own ideas and energy to the play. . . their own 
idiosyncrasies. I would like to be able to play with the language. Bilingual gags, 
interpretation as part of the fabric of the comedy, could produce something very powerful 
indeed. It requires courage, energy, and commitment from both me and the cast, however. 
Who knows - we might even be learning to fly. . . " 

Aristophanes' Birds will he performed at The Cambridge Corn Exchange, 22nd-25 th February 
1995, at 2.30 and 8.00 p.m. daily. Tickets are available from The Corn Exchange, Wheeler 
Street, Cambridge, CB2 3QE, or by telephoning 01223357851. 



